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	 	 	 -Basho	(as	translated	by	Peter	Beilenson,	Japanese	Haiku,	47)	
Clearly	a	deep	sense	of	the	ever-changing	reality	of	all	existence	is	pointed	to	here,	
especially	with	Basho’s	use	of	the	term	“flowering	grave”	which	symbolically	
suggests	life	emerging	from	death.		Invoking	the	image	of	two	white	butterflies	also	
suggests	impermanence	due	to	the	extremely	short	and	transient	life	span	
experienced	by	those	particular	insects.		I	also	wonder	if	Basho	meant	to	suggest	
that	he	and	the	subject	of	his	poem	would	be	re-born	as	butterflies	and	then	meet	
again,	in	that	form,	at	the	grave	he	mentions.		This	indeed	is	a	provoking	
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hokku/haiku.		In	reading	it	I	am	reminded	of	Peter	Beilenson’s	remarks	about	haiku.		
He	tells	his	readers	“the	haiku	is	not	expected	to	be	always	a	complete	or	even	a	
clear	statement.		The	reader	is	supposed	to	add	to	the	words	his	own	associations	
and	imagery,	and	thus	to	become	a	co-creator	of	his	own	pleasure	in	the	poem”	
(Japanese	Haiku,	5).			
					A	second	example	from	Basho	reveals	similar	preoccupation	with	the	Zen	belief	
in	impermanence	as	well	as	reference	to	the	sentient	nature	of	all	beings.	
Must	springtime	fade?	
	 	 Then	cry	all	birds		
and	fishes’	cold	pale	eyes	pour	tears	
-Basho	(as	translated	by	Peter	Beilson,	Japanese	Haiku,	21)	
Obviously	the	fading	springtime	mentioned	in	this	poem	invokes	thoughts	of	
impermanence.		This	image	could	represent	springtime	as	it	occurs	seasonally	in	
nature,	but	also	might	metaphorically	refer	to	youthfulness	in	a	man’s	lifetime,	
which	is	equally	transient.		The	fact	that	the	birds	are	crying	and	fishes’	eyes	are	
filled	with	tears	clearly	suggests	belief	in	the	sentient	nature	of	all	things.		Thus	the	
birds	and	fish	in	this	poem	would	therefore	certainly	have	possessed	Buddha-mind	
or	Buddha-nature.		The	use	of	such	imagery	to	invoke	awareness	of	impermanence	
as	well	as	the	Buddha-nature	present	in	all	beings	therefore	makes	this	a	very	Zen	
hokku/haiku.		
					Additional	examples	from	Basho	and	subsequent	poets	such	as	Buson	(1715-
1783)	and	Issa	(1763-1827)	reveal	hokku/haiku	to	have	been	an	extremely	popular	
and	effective	literary	medium	in	late-medieval	Japan.		Perhaps	as	a	result	of	its	
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accessibility	to	all	classes	of	Japanese	society,	as	well	as	the	highly	symbolic	use	of	
language	utilized	by	Zen	practitioners	such	as	Basho	to	convey	traditional	Zen	
philosophy,	hokku/haiku	came	to	act	as	a	symbol	system	for	Zen	by	synthesizing	
cultural	perceptions	of	reality.		Hokku/haiku	remains	extremely	popular	as	a	
literary	form	to	the	present	day,	and	through	the	influence	of	North	American	poets	
such	as	Allen	Ginsberg	(1926-1997)	and	Gary	Snyder	it	retains	strong	association	
with	Zen	philosophy.		Thus	hokku/haiku	can	certainly	be	said	to	have	effectively	
altered	the	ethos	and	world	-view	of	entire	segments	of	not	only	medieval	Japanese	
society	but	the	Western	world	as	well.		In	this	way,	hokku/haiku	may	be	identified	
as	a	sacred	symbol	system	belonging	to,	or	at	least	strongly	shaped	by,	Zen	as	that	
religion	took	root	in	medieval	Japan.	
					Having	examined	Zen	Buddhism	from	both	historic	and	symbolic	perspectives	in	
this	chapter	we	find	Zen	arriving	in	Japan	sometime	in	the	seventh	and	eighth	
centuries	CE,	falling	out	of	favor	due	to	political	reasons	in	the	ninth	century	CE,	and	
remaining	dormant	in	Japanese	society	for	the	next	three	hundred	years.		In	the	
Kamakura	(1185-1333)	Zen	experienced	a	profound	renewal	largely	due	to	the	
efforts	of	Eisai	(1141-1215),	the	founder	of	Rinzai	Zen,	and	Dogen	(1200-1253),	the	
founder	of	Soto	Zen.		Resulting	from	the	efforts	of	both	Eisai	and	Dogen,	this	
iteration	of	Zen	took	root	in	Japanese	culture	and	quickly	flourished.		As	a	result,	Zen	
monasteries	became	centers	of	cultural	symbol	system	formation	by	introducing	or	
providing	new	meaning	for	tea	ritual,	Sume-i	painting	styles,	zazen	meditation	
practices	and	later	appropriated	poetic	use	of	metaphor	through	hokku/haiku.	
These	practices	as	taught	by	Zen	monks	altered	the	ethos	and	world-view	of	large	
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segments	of	medieval	Japanese	society	in	powerful	and	pervasive	manners.		Thus	
they	should	be	considered	sacred	symbol	systems	capable	of	synthesizing	cultural	
perceptions	of	reality	as	mediated	by	Zen.	
Conclusion	
	
										Studying	Zen	Buddhism	from	a	post-modern	perspective	by	identifying	and	
observing	emergent	sacred	symbol	system	formation	in	medieval	Japanese	society	
after	the	introduction	of	Zen,	this	thesis	investigated	a	particular	set	of	complex	
symbolic	languages	whose	purpose	was	to	mediate	an	understanding	of	sacred	
reality	as	shaped	by	Zen.		These	“languages”	should	be	considered	symbolic	in	
nature	in	that	they	express	in	oblique	and	figurative	manners	that	which	cannot	be	
expressed	literally.		As	objects,	acts,	events,	qualities,	or	relations	that	served	as	
tangible	formulations	of	abstractions	from	experience,	such	symbols	served	to	
synthesize	cultural	perceptions	of	reality	in	medieval	Japan.		By	utilizing	such	
symbolic	elements	to	express	otherwise	inexpressible	experiences	deriving	from	a	
Zen	cosmology,	the	symbol	systems	discussed	in	this	thesis	had	a	profound	and	
long-lasting	impact	upon	medieval	Japanese	society.			
					In	order	to	explore	the	contribution	made	by	Zen	to	sacred	symbol	formation	in	
medieval	Japan	we	first	delineated	what	exactly	was	meant	by	the	term	Zen.		From	a	
linguistic	perspective	Zen	was	determined	to	be	the	Japanese	translation	of	the	
Chinese	word	Ch’an,	which	in	turn	derives	from	the	Sanskrit	word	dhanya,	
signifying	meditation	or	a	meditative	state.		From	a	historic	perspective	Ch’an/Zen	
was	defined	as	a	product	of	Chinese	thought	arising	after	China	was	introduced	to	
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Indian	Buddhism	in	the	first	centuries	CE.		Transplanted	to	China	by	a	legendary	
monk	named	Bodhidharma,	who	is	recognized	as	being	the	first	Chinese	Zen	
Patriarch,	Ch’an/Zen	attracted	followers	and	blended	with	and	became	part	of	the	
cultural	expression	of	the	T’ang	Dynasty	(618-907).		Surviving	persecution	in	the	
later	part	of	the	T’ang	with	its	monasteries,	practices,	and	philosophies	relatively	
intact,	Ch’an	subsequently	flourished	during	the	Sung	Dynasty	(960-1279)	when	it	
migrated	to	Japan	and	became	formally	established	as	Zen	in	that	country.	
					Having	provided	a	brief	exploration	of	the	linguistic	and	historic	foundations	for	
Zen	this	thesis	then	turned	to	a	study	of	its	philosophical	roots.		Although	difficult	if	
not	impossible	to	grasp	from	a	purely	academic	point	of	view	we	took	a	quick	look	
at	traditional	Mahayana	Buddhist	concepts	such	as	sudden	enlightenment	(satori),	
practice	enlightenment	(zazen),	emptiness	(sunyata),	and	Buddha	Nature	
(tathagatagarbha).		Examining	these	concept-experiences	through	the	works	of	
scholars	such	as	Heinrich	Dumoulin,	David	Loy,	Peter	Hershock,	Sallie	B.	King,	
Toshihiko	Izutzu,	Kazuaki	Tanahashi,	and	others	we	arrived	at	a	basic	
understanding	of	the	central	philosophical	contributions	made	to	Zen	by	Mahayana	
Buddhism.		Taoism	was	also	acknowledged	as	playing	a	significant	role	in	shaping	
Ch’an/Zen.		Considering	this	diverse	background,	Zen	was	thus	identified	as	being	a	
fluid	amalgam	of	various	influences	evolving	over	centuries.		These	influences	
naturally	provided	a	wealth	of	symbol	system	opportunity	within	both	early	
Chinese,	and	later	within	medieval	Japanese,	culture.	
					After	establishing	philosophical	grounding	for	Zen	principles	and	practices	
among	Mahayana	Buddhism	as	well	as	Chinese	Taoism,	we	then	explored	what	
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happened	when	Ch’an/Zen	was	introduced	to	Japan.		Interestingly,	Zen	appears	to	
have	first	been	imported	to	Japanese	soil	in	the	seventh	and	eight	centuries	CE	when	
it	enjoyed	brief	popularity	before	falling	into	disfavor	in	the	ninth	century	CE	and	
disappearing	from	formal	practice	for	the	next	three	hundred	years.		In	the	
Kamakura	(1185-1333)	period	Zen	worship	experienced	a	powerful	renewal	in	
Japanese	culture,	largely	due	to	the	efforts	of	Eisai	(1141-1215)	and	Dogen	(1200-
1253),	two	influential	Japanese	Buddhist	monks	who	founded	the	Rinzai	Zen	and	
Soto	Zen	sects	respectively.		Resulting	from	the	efforts	of	both	Eisai	and	Dogen,	this	
iteration	of	Zen	took	firm	root	in	Japanese	soil	and	quickly	flourished.		At	this	time	
Zen	introduced,	or	provided	new	meaning	for,	symbolic	acts	such	as	tea	ceremony,	
Sume-i	brush-ink	painting	styles,	and	zazen	meditation	practices,	and	later	
appropriated	poetic	use	of	metaphor	through	hokku/haiku	for	expression	in	pre-
modern	Japanese	society.		In	doing	so	Zen	became	a	catalyst	for	emerging	sacred	
symbol	formation.	
					The	symbol	systems	emerging	in	the	wake	of	Zen	served	to	synthesize	cultural	
perceptions	of	reality	in	various	ways.		Tea-drinking	for	instance	appears	to	have	
existed	as	an	activity	in	Japan	since	at	least	815	CE,	when	it	was	utilized	primarily	
for	medicinal	purposes.		However	in	the	twelfth	century	the	ceremonial	use	of	tea	
became	an	integral	part	of	Japanese	culture	in	tandem	with,	and	as	a	result	of,	the	
reintroduction	of	Zen	to	Medieval	Japan.		The	practice	and	promotion	of	tea	drinking	
by	Zen	monks	in	their	monasteries	resulted	in	the	development	of	ceremonial	
rubrics	for	the	preparation	and	consumption	of	tea.		Resulting	from	this	early	Zen	
nurturance,	the	simple	activity	of	preparing	a	bowl	of	tea	became	a	highly	symbolic	
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act	whose	purpose	was	to	connect	practitioners	to	the	wider	cosmology	of	Zen	and	
in	doing	so,	lead	them	to	an	experience	of	satori,	or	enlightenment.	
						In	the	realm	of	painting,	we	find	Zen	influence	upon	art	at	its	highest.		As	with	
most	cultural	expressions	related	to	Zen	the	sumi-e	ink-brush	painting	style	
explored	in	this	thesis	owes	it	origins	to	Chinese	influence.		Records	suggest	that	
Chinese	artists	influenced	by	Ch’an	philosophy	were	particularly	active	in	the	
thirteenth	century.		Later	in	the	same	century	a	Zen	monk	is	believed	to	have	
created	a	series	of	brush-ink	paintings	that	were	subsequently	transported	to	Japan.		
Inspired	by	these	paintings,	Zen	monks	in	their	monasteries	strove	to	produce	
artwork	directly	expressing	experiences	of	enlightenment	manifested	through	their	
brush	strokes.		This	sumi-e	painting	style	became	quite	popular	as	a	vehicle	for	
conveying	a	sense	of	emptiness,	fragility,	and	impermanence	using	minimalistic,	
spare	means	that	have	come	to	be	associated	with	the	genre.		By	referring	to	Zen	
philosophies	through	visually	identifiable	symbolic	forms,	the	sumi-e	painting	style	
became	part	of	the	symbol	system	generated	by	medieval	Japanese	Zen.	
					Although	consisting	of	many	symbolic	acts	such	as	those	as	mentioned	above,	Zen	
has	traditionally	and	primarily	concerned	itself	with	the	practice	of	sitting	
meditation	called	zazen.		This	thesis	identified	zazen	as	being	significantly	different	
from	other	forms	of	Indian	and	Buddhist	meditation,	in	that	it	was	considered	not	
just	a	means	to	attain	a	result	such	as	relaxation	or	a	calm	mind,	but	was	instead	a	
ritual	enactment	and	ceremonial	expression	of	awakened	awareness.		Indeed,	as	
taught	by	Dogen,	zazen	took	the	form	of	practice-enlightenment.		Through	Dogen’s	
efforts	zazen	became	a	deeply	symbolic	act	arguably	unique	to	Zen	practice,	
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originating	in	the	Ch’an	monasteries	of	China	certainly,	but	finding	fullest	
expression	among	Japanese	Zen	monks	in	the	twelfth	century	forward.		Available	
literary	sources	suggest	that	zazen	was	not	practiced	in	other	Buddhist	monasteries	
at	the	time,	and	was	therefore	probably	unique	to	Zen	by	the	fourteenth	century	CE.		
Thus	we	argued	that	zazen	as	developed	and	practiced	in	medieval	Japan	was	a	
sacred	symbol	belonging	to	Zen.	
					The	form	of	poetic	verse	known	as	hokku/haiku	was	also	identified	as	being	a	
symbolic	element	for	expression	employed	by	medieval	Zen.		Although	historically	
hokku/haiku	clearly	originated	and	occupied	a	place	in	secular	Japanese	society,	its	
practice	became	closely	associated	with	late-medieval	Zen.		Indeed,	authors	such	as	
R.	H.	Blyth	assert	that	Zen	and	hokku/haiku	poetry	should	be	considered	
synonymous	with	each	other.		By	showing	us	the	nature	of	existence	in	metaphorical	
form,	hokku/haiku	reveals	the	Zen	belief	in	Buddha-Nature.		This	feat	is	often	
accomplished	poetically	through	emphasizing	the	unchanging	Buddha-Mind	that	
exists	in	all	living	beings.		Additionally,	hokku/haiku	often	references	the	ever-
changing	reality	of	existence	as	expressed	through	nature	which	thus	reminds	us	of	
our	impermanence.		Through	brief	examination	of	hokku/haiku	from	Japan’s	
greatest	poet,	Matsuo	Basho	(1644-1694),	we	found	deeply	symbolic	language	
employed	to	link	both	composer	and	receiver	to	culturally	understood	versions	of	
reality	as	mediated	by	Zen.		As	a	result,	this	thesis	firmly	identified	hokku/haiku	as	a	
sacred	symbol	system	belonging	to,	or	at	least	strongly	shaped	by,	Zen	as	that	
religion	took	root	in	medieval	Japan.	
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					After	having	examined	Zen	Buddhism	after	it	was	re-introduced	to	Japan	in	the	
twelfth	century	CE,	this	thesis	concludes	that	there	was	indeed	a	rapid	proliferation	
of	new	sacred	symbol	systems	which	transformed,	or	gave	new	meaning	to,	
perceptions	of	sacred	reality	in	medieval	Japanese	society	in	the	wake	of	Zen.		By	
creating	or	providing	new	reference	points	for	symbolic	acts	such	as	tea	ceremony,	
ink-brush	painting	styles,	zazen	meditation,	and	hokku/haiku	in	particular,	Zen	
Buddhist	monks	effectively	altered	the	ethos	and	world-view	of	entire	segments	of	
Japanese	culture	in	a	powerful,	long-lasting,	and	pervasive	manner.		From	a	post-
modern	perspective	therefore,	Zen	Buddhism	was	indeed	acting	as	a	catalyst	for	
sacred	symbol	formation	in	medieval	Japanese	society	after	the	introduction	of	that	
society	to	Zen.	
	
	
						
						
						
						
	
						
						
	
	
	
	 51	
Works	Cited	
Anderson,	Jennifer.		“Japanese	Tea	Ritual:	Religion	in	Practice”,	Man,	New	series,	Vol.	
	 22,	No.	3	(Sep.,	1987),	pp.	475-498.	
Barnhill,	David.		Basho’s	Journey:	The	Literary	Prose	of	Matsuo	Basho.		Albany:	
	 State	University	Press	of	New	York,	2005.	
Beilenson,	Peter.		Japanese	Haiku.		New	York:	Peter	Pauper	Press,	1955.	
Bielefeldt,	Carl.		Dogen’s	Manuals	of	Zen	Meditation.		England:	University	of		
	 California	Press,	Ltd,	1988.	
Blyth,	R.	H.		Haiku.		Japan:	Hokuseido	Press,	1949.	
Dumoulin,	Heinrich.		Zen	Buddhism:	A	History,	India	and	China.		Indiana:	World	
	 Wisdom,	Inc.,	2005.	
Dumoulin,	Heinrich.		Zen	Enlightenment.		Massachusetts:	Shambhala	Publications,	
	 Inc.,	1979.	
Geertz,	Clifford.		The	Interpretation	of	Cultures.		New	York:	Basic	Books,	1973.	
Haas,	Robert.		The	Essential	Haiku:	Versions	of	Basho,	Buson,	and	Issa.		New	Jersey:	
	 Ecco	Press,	1994.	
Hershock,	Peter.		Chan	Buddhism.		Hawaii:	University	of	Hawaii	Press,	2005.	
Izutsu,	Toshihiko.		Toward	a	Philosophy	of	Zen	Buddhism.		Boulder:	Prajna	Press,	
	 1982.	
James,	William.		The	Varieties	of	Religious	Experience.		New	York:	Barnes,	2004.	
Juniper	Andrew.		Wabi	Sabi.		Vermont:	Tuttle	Publishing,	2003.	
King,	Sallie	B.		“The	Buddha	Nature:	True	Self	as	Action”,	Religious	Studies,	vol.	20,	
	 No.	2,	(June	1984),	pp.	255-267.		Cambridge:	University	Press.	
	 52	
Lee,	Sherman.	“Zen	in	Art:	Art	in	Zen”,	The	Bulletin	of	the	Cleveland	Museum	of	Art,	
	 Vol.	59,	No.	9	(Nov.,	1972),	pp.	239-259.	
Leighton,	Dan	Taigen.	“Zen	as	an	Enactment	Ritual”,	Zen	Ritual,	Oxford:	University	
	 Press,	2008.	
Ling,	Trevor.		The	Buddha.		Washington:	Pariyatti	Press,	1973.	
Loori,	John	D.		Sitting	With	Koans:	Essential	Writings	on	Zen.		Massachusetts:	
	 Wisdom	Publications,	2006.	
Loy,	David.		Lack	and	Transcendence.		New	York:	Humanity	Books,	1996.	
Ludwig,	Theodore	M.	“Before	Rikyu.	Religious	and	Aesthetic	Influences	in	the		
	 Early	History	of	the	Tea	Ceremony”,	Monumenta	Nipponica,	Vol.	36,	
	 No.	4,	(Winter,	1981),	pp.	367-390.		Sophia	University	Press.	
Merton,	Thomas.		Zen	and	the	Birds	of	Appetite.		New	York:	Laughlin,	1968.	
Parker,	Joseph	D.		“Attaining	Landscapes	in	the	Mind:	Nature	Poetry	and		
	 Painting	in	Gozan	Zen”,	Monumenta	Nipponica,	Vol.	52,	No.	2,	
	 (Summer,	1997),	pp.	235-257.		Sophia	University	Press.	
Ross,	Leslie.		Art	and	Architecture	of	the	World’s	Religions	Vol.	2.		Santa	Barbara:	
	 Greenwood	Press,	2009.	
Shirane,	Haruo.		Traces	of	Dreams.		Stanford:	Stanford	University	Press,	1998.	
Smith,	Huston	and	Novak,	Philip.		Buddhism.		New	York:	HarperCollins,	2003.	
Suzuki,	D.	T.		An	Introduction	to	Zen	Buddhism.		New	York:	Grove	Press,	1964.	
Tanahashi,	Kazuaki.		Moon	in	a	Dewdrop.		New	York:	North	Point	Press,	1985.	
Tanahashi,	Kazuaki.		Enlightenment	Unfolds.		Massachusetts:	Shambhala	
	 Publications,	Inc.,	1999.	
	 53	
Tarnas,	Richard.		The	Passion	of	the	Western	Mind.		New	York:	Random,	1991.	
	
	
						
						
				
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 54	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
